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 I welcomed this chance to look back over the past nine years of third sector research in 
Australia and the opportunity to participate in this gathering to chart another nine years. 
 
There will be two parts to this paper.  Part one will review what I said in 1991 (Lyons, 1991) 
and summarise what has happened since to see if my hopes were realised.  Part two will 
attempt to sketch a framework for a research agenda, informed by the same motivation as 
my 1991 paper.  It will conclude with some reflections about how to build a stronger 
institutional framework to sustain third sector research. 
 
 
PART 1:  THE PAST NINE YEARS 
 
What did I say then 
 
In 1991, I took a stance as an engaged scholar.  Over the previous two decades I had done 
a good deal of research on what by 1991 I recognised were different examples of a single 
type of organisation:  a nonprofit organisation.  I realise that these nonprofit organisations 
differed in important respects from government and business and that they had made and 
still made an important contribution to Australian life.  In 1991, I argued that these nonprofits 
were not recognised as comprising a third sector of organisational life.  Instead, people saw 
separately charities and churches and unions and sporting clubs and parent associations 
and service clubs and credit unions and private schools, but they did not see this array of 
organisations as having some features in common and thus discounted or ignored their 
overall contribution.  I argued that research could play an important role in obtaining 
recognition for the contribution of what I will now call the third sector (or could call the social 
economy).  Research could also play an important role in helping managers and boards of 
third sector organisations identify best practice and in helping governments understand how 
best to structure their relations with the third sector for maximum public benefit.  In short, I 
was interested in sketching out a research agenda that would help the third sector. 
 
My particular emphasis in 1991 was on getting some numbers – to be able to quantify the 
dimensions of the third sector and I reviewed what little we then knew and the 
methodological options for finding more.  I noted the importance of having an agreed 
understanding of what we were trying to study and of how to classify the different 
organisations.  I suggested that an ability to compare Australia’s nonprofit sector with 
comparable countries would help our understanding.  I thought that we needed to know a lot 
more about the performance of nonprofits and about their governance and accountability and 
about what constituted good management in a nonprofit.  In this context I urged studies of 
nonprofits in particular industries along with government and for-profits in those industries to 
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develop a better understanding of how the industry or service environment affected the 
governance and management of such organisations and to test whether there was a “third 
sector difference” and whether it amounted to anything: were they more efficient or effective 
than for-profits or government organisations and did they provide a better quality service?  I 
also thought we needed to know a good deal more about fundraising practices, what they 
cost, what worked and what did not. 
 
I ended by identifying six issues which I thought were likely to challenge the third sector 
during the 1990s and for which research might help prepare the sector and enable it to 
defend its special character.  Three of these issues were tax related (one was the GST); one 
was the issue of big versus small nonprofits and the tendency by governments to favour big; 
another was the likely impact of the then current review of commonwealth/state relations.  
The sixth was the impact of trade unions seeking to spread award coverage across 
industries largely occupied by nonprofits.  On reflection, only two of these issues turned out 
to be important: the GST and the small versus large debate.  I have to say that not enough 
research was done to help the government understand the effects of the tax on the nonprofit 
sector (or to prompt governments to seek an understanding); while the issue of small versus 
large nonprofits continues to be an important one that vexes the sector in a number of 
industries. 
 
What has happened since? 
 
Over the past nine years there has been a modest growth in research based understanding 
of the third sector, but it has been too patchy, too idiosyncratic to produce the sector 
publicising and sector improving effect I was looking for. 
 
There has been some important institution building.  The two centres that were in existence 
in 1991, the Centre for Australian Community Organisations and Management or CACOM at 
the University of Technology, Sydney and the Program on Nonprofit Corporations (PNC) at 
the Queensland University of Technology have continued and have been joined by two more, 
the Centre for Citizenship and Human Rights at Deakin (which has a focus that is wider than 
the third sector but has generated some third sector research), and the Australian Centre for 
Cooperative Research and Development (ACCORD), a joint venture between UTS and 
Charles Sturt University, with initial funding from the NSW government, and focussing on 
cooperatives and mutuals.  Over the past 9 years, CACOM has produced 45 working papers 
and the PNC a commendable 88.   
 
More importantly, a research association, Australian and New Zealand Third Sector 
Research (ANZTSR) was formed in 1993.  It has about 160 members, has organised four 
conferences and publishes a refereed journal, Third Sector Review, which has in turn 
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published about 50 papers in the eight issues that have emerged since 1995.  The Australian 
Journal on Volunteering is a more professionally focussed publication but also publishes a 
good deal of well founded research on volunteering. 
 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) cooperated with CACOM in the Australian 
Nonprofit Data Project and has begun to identify and report nonprofits separately from for 
profit businesses in a few of its special industry surveys.  It has also conducted a survey of 
voluntary work (for the year ending June 1995), and has a repeat in field.  The Productivity 
Commission, the Commonwealth government’s main industry focussed research arm, has 
conducted a major inquiry into nonprofits in the community services industry (Industry 
Commission, 1995) and a somewhat jaundiced examination of social or registered clubs in 
its more recent inquiry (Productivity Commission, 1999) into gambling.  The Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (1996) has conducted an inquiry into 
the operations of the aboriginal associations and corporations act which involved some 
useful case study research into the operation of aboriginal owned nonprofits.  However, 
governments have generally not sought to understand the third sector despite their desire to 
make use of it. 
 
So what has the research effort of the past nine years concentrated on? 
 
My own work has concentrated on mapping the dimensions of the third sector, including an 
analysis of volunteering and giving, and feeding that into a major international comparative 
project coordinated by Johns Hopkins University (Salamon et al, 1999).  As a result we know 
that the employing part of the third sector turned over about $59 billion and employed 
630,000 people in 1995/96 and that the nonprofit part of the sector turned over $27 billion 
and employed 575,000 and so on.  The full Australian statistics will be released in a couple of 
months (Lyons and Hocking, 2000).  Other research which I have found valuable includes: 
 
• Characteristics of the legal environment of the third sector that Myles McGregor-
Lowndes (1996) in particular has pioneered. 
 
• A typology of the different ways in which people connected with community services 
nonprofits view their role, developed by Sue Kenny and her colleagues at Deakin 
(Kenny, 1997;  Brown et al, 2000). 
 
• An equally valuable demonstration by Jenny Onyx (1998) at UTS that people working in 
management positions in community services nonprofits have very different views of 
their career than people working as managers in a range of for profit businesses. 
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• Work by Catherine McDonald (1997) now at the University of Queensland and by the 
contributors to the Contracting for Care project (Lyons, 1997), subtly exploring the ways 
in which government and third sector community service organisations have 
constructed and conduct their relationships. Other studies in this field include two 
important New Zealand papers published in the Third Sector Review (Smith, 1996;  
Nowland-Foreman, 1997) and the George Murray medal winning essay by David de 
Carvalho published in the Australian Journal of Public Administration (de Carvalho, 
1998). 
 
• Important work by Jenny Onyx and Paul Bullen on social capital (Onyx and Bullen, 
1997;  2000) and by Sue Kenny and her colleagues on citizenship (Brown et al, 2000) 
that gives us tools and understandings of the social underpinnings of the third sector.  
My own work with various colleagues showing the decline in volunteering and on civil 
society is also worth noting here (Lyons and Fabiansson, 1998; Lyons and Stewart-
Weeks, 1999). 
 
• Work by members of the Christian Research Association has produced some excellent 
work on religious organisations, particularly the effect of membership of Christian 
churches on involvement in other community activities (eg. Kaldor, 1992;  Hughes 
1999). 
 
• The extensive array of research in industrial relations that has explored the reasons for 
the decline in union membership, recently summarised by David Peetz (Peetz, 1998).  
That book provided by far the best scholarly examination of the reasons for the decline 
in trade membership; and provides a model which should be used to explore the 
decline in the membership of other important nonprofit organisations such as the 
churches, service clubs, political parties, youth groups and so on. 
 
• Work that CUSCAL, the most important of two peaks for the credit union movement, 
has undertaken to explore the meaning of membership for members of credit unions; 
unfortunately, at this point, not publicly available. 
 
• Work which my colleagues Garry Cronan and Peter Boland have done to demonstrate 
the way in which an increasingly favourable legal environment for cooperatives in 
Australia has been insufficient to offset the effect of a number of other public policies 
and economic conditions which have pushed large rural cooperatives towards 
converting to investor owned firms in order to survive (Cronan and Boland, 2000). 
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My main regret as I survey this decade’s work is that it is so piecemeal.  Very little of it tries 
to build an understanding across different parts of the third sector.  It suffers from the same 
problem that the sector does in that it does not recognise the existence of a third sector.  
Instead, it concentrates on nonprofits in particular fields.  On occasions, regrettably, it even 
tries to pretend that its findings, valid for that particular set of nonprofits, can be read across 
the sector.  Perhaps I ask for too much.  Clearly, most research is going to be relatively 
limited in its focus.  Only some research projects, and they will have to be large ones, will try 
to generate generalisable propositions about the wider third sector.  Nonetheless, we do 
need that kind of research. 
 
Let me illustrate the problem.  I did a quick analysis of the 50 odd papers published in Third 
Sector Review.  (I excluded the special issue of papers by international scholars.)  More than 
half of these dealt with community services nonprofits.  Only four other papers were 
generalisable across the sector and six were not concerned with third sector organisations at 
all (but with social capital and community participation). There was a similar though not as 
strong bias in the topics of research.  Seventeen papers dealt with government/third sector 
relations – but all in the community services industry; ten were in the special issue on 
Contracting for Care.  Ten papers dealt with management – either strategic or change 
management or specialised areas such as financial management (which scored four).  
Seven dealt with what I call the underpinning of the third sector: with social capital or 
community participation. 
 
So, in general, we have moved forward, but the research that has been generated has not 
yet produced the effect that I had hoped for and has not given a greater public profile to the 
third sector. 
 
So let me move to the second part of my paper and to try again to set an agenda for the 
future. 
 
 
PART 2:  THE DECADE AHEAD 
 
My position nine years ago was one of engagement.  I considered that third sector 
organisations were important and that this importance was largely unrecognised.  I thought 
that research could gain them publicity and help them improve their performance. 
 
My position is still engaged.  I still believe the third sector plays an important role and is 
largely not recognised or understood.  I believe research can help redress this and that it can 
help leaders and managers of third sector organisations improve their performance and that 
of their organisations.  I believe research can help them see themselves as part of a third 
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sector and can lead the government to recognise them and the way different public policies 
impact favourably or negatively upon them. 
 
I believe that the situation is now more urgent than it was nine years ago.  Some of the 
research that has been done points to this conclusion. 
 
There is strong evidence that the foundations for the third sector are weakening.  In 1994/95, 
fewer Australians volunteered than in the 1980s; the membership of many major parts of the 
third sector (unions, churches, service clubs, political parties, to name but a few), is declining 
and is not evidently being picked up elsewhere.  Membership of clubs and credit unions is 
holding up but the number is shrinking, meaning that at least a few of those that remain are 
becoming much larger organisations, organisations where membership is little different to 
customership.  Despite a renewed rhetoric of partnership, and despite most forecasts of 
future institutional configuration of both developed and less developed societies envisaging a 
larger role for the third sector, Australian public policy is indifferent or in some cases 
increasingly hostile to the third sector.  Although some third sector organisations are 
consciously adapting to this more challenging environment, most are not.  In the media and 
in the conversations of people in business and the public sector, third sector organisations 
that are adapting are being described as becoming businesslike (and perhaps they are, and 
losing their special third sector character: that is a research question) while those that are not 
are described as incompetent, as wasteful and inefficient.  The persistence of small third 
sector organisations is still being questioned. 
 
The third sector has played an important role in our history.  But right now, it is not 
impossible to imagine an Australia, fifty years hence, where the third sector is insignificant, a 
defining feature of a small counter culture in a society where few volunteer, where clubs are 
simply customer loyalty devices for large corporations and where things done now by third 
sector organisations are done by business, with assistance from government, or by 
government employees themselves.  I say this not because I believe it is inevitable but 
because it is a possibility and it will begin to happen if the third sector does not improve its 
performance, if the public and public policy does not recognise the importance of a third 
sector and change in ways designed to encourage its continuation and perhaps even its 
growth. 
 
That sketchy analysis suggests that a research agenda should have three inter related foci.  
 
• The first focus should be firmly on third sector organisations – to better understand their 
character, their contribution or impact and the special ways in which they differ from for-
profits and from governments and to use these insights to build a clear picture of how to 
improve the management of third sector organisations. 
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 • The second focus should be on relations between the third sector and the household 
sector or society.  This means understanding the way the third sector grows from the 
voluntary actions of individuals or groups of people collectively responding to their needs 
and the needs of others.  It means understanding what we commonly call social capital 
and the relations between different forms of social capital and different types of third 
sector organisations. 
 
• The third focus should be on the relationship between third sector organisations and 
organisations from the other two sectors, on that combination of regulations, competition 
and support that both shape those relations and the organisations that participate in 
them.  Part of this agenda will be understanding the dynamics of change within 
government and businesses and consequently how these changes will impact upon the 
third sector and how the third sector can encourage change that is beneficial for its 
prospects in the other two sectors. 
 
Let me elaborate on each of these. 
 
What is special about the third sector? 
 
This focus is on third sector organisations, in all their variety of size, origin and purpose.  It is 
on those features that they share and which identify them as part of a distinct third sector and 
on whether these differences really do mean that they behave differently to businesses 
operating in the same field, or to government departments.  Does the fact that most cannot 
distribute a profit either annually or if wound up, make them different; or does their 
democratic membership and provision of benefit proportionate to use create organisational 
behaviour that is distinctive from that of for-profits in at least some crucial aspects. 
 
There are two somewhat different frames for talking about the distinctiveness of the third 
sector, about its difference from government and from for-profits. 
 
The first frame starts with a set of attributes that, it is claimed, are displayed by the third 
sector (though not every organisation will display every characteristic).  These have been the 
basis of the ambitious Johns Hopkins Impact study.  Third sector organisations are said to: 
- be more committed to and capable of delivering high quality in their services  
- be more innovative 
- generate social change 
- give opportunity for expression and leadership 
- build community 
- contribute to democracy by giving voice to the powerless 
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 Clearly one can find third sector organisations that do all (or almost all) of these; one can 
also find for-profits and government organisations that have some of these attributes as well.  
The issue then becomes whether third sector organisations can generate more of these 
social (and economic and political) benefits better, or for more people, than governments or 
business.  It is about whether some organisations generate these benefits better than others 
or whether there are ways of managing or governing third sector organisations to produce 
more of these effects. 
 
This frame is close to the set of issues that Robert Putnam put into circulation seven years 
ago, about the contribution of voluntary associations and the building of social capital 
(Putnam, 1993).  More recent research suggests that some third sector organisations do it 
better than others, but there is no consistency in these findings and how that relationship 
works is nowhere well understood (Lyons, 2000;  Putnam, 2000).  Yet it is precisely this point 
that a potentially powerful argument for a pro-third sector public policy emerges.  Putnam 
was in fact giving a different twist to an older set of claims about the contribution of voluntary 
association to political participation.  That set of claims reaches back to de Tocqueville in the 
1830s but was given some verification in research done by Almond, Nye and Verba from the 
1960s onwards.  Does this connection hold in Australia, and does it matter? 
 
The second frame draws attention to the unique management challenges posed by the third 
sector.  It says that third sector organisations differ from for profits and governments in the 
centrality of values; the complexity of revenue generation; a reliance on volunteers; the 
difficulty in judging their performance; and their uncertain accountability. 
 
If these claims are true, they are important because they lead to the conclusion that we need 
a distinctive body of third sector management theory and a distinct set of management and 
governance practices.   
 
This in turn forces our attention to the importance of developing criteria for assessing a well 
run or a high performance third sector organisation.  Very clearly, most conventional criteria 
for judging the performance of for profit organisations, based on profit, will not do.  Once we 
can agree on what is a well run third sector organisation, we then face the question of what 
approaches to management or governance will get us there – and do these vary across 
fields (industries) and are they affected by the size of the organisation.  Clearly the huge 
investment in management research for large for-profit organisations over the past 50 years 
will have some useful lessons for the third sector, but only research will help identify what 
those are.  
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And this work will not be easy.  The issue of assessing the criteria for judging third sector 
performance points back to the first way of framing the question about the distinctive 
contributions of the third sector.  It would be relatively easy if third sector organisations 
existed simply to provide high quality services.  Then ways of managing and governing 
developed by corporates also interested in quality might readily apply: a small board 
focussed on ends not means, a clear mission, a corporate structure, strategic management, 
a commitment to quality would be what was called for.  But if third sector organisations are at 
least equally about giving voice and expression and the opportunity for exercising control to 
the disadvantaged, about building social capital and a richer civil society, then a very 
different approach to governance might be called for, one that was more open and chaotic, 
that involved long periods before decisions were finally set and so on.  Research cannot 
determine the right way for any particular organisation, but it can help clarify the tradeoffs.   
 
To research these matters will require some clear specification, some clever use of 
measures.  Both quantitative and qualitative approaches will prove useful.  Specifying what 
constitutes a well run, a high performance third sector organisation will probably require use 
of reputation analysis rather than the generation of objective criteria.  Or it will use both.  We 
shall see. 
 
Research into these questions will often require comparisons between nonprofit, for-profit 
and government organisations in the same industry or field of activity.  It will also require 
research that ranges across different fields of activity.  Generalisations about third sector 
organisations in the community services may well be very different to generalisations about 
sporting organisations or environment groups. 
 
Another variable that should also be emphasised is the effect of the structure of the field or 
the industry itself on organisations.  To an extent, third sector organisations are shaped by, 
or constrained by the technology of the field and the nature of the competitive market.  This 
kind of research will draw on analysis associated with Michael Porter (1985) but also work 
given a particular nonprofit orientation by Kirsten Gronbjerg (1987) and, in a comparative 
context by Ralph Kramer (1981).  It is at this point that it will prove useful to explore to what 
extent, and through what dynamics, are we seeing a convergence between nonprofit, 
government and for profit organisations.  Sometimes extreme claims are made for this 
development, most recently by Ralph Kramer (2000) in a recent issue of Voluntas, but the 
basic work will be done within particular fields or industries.  Work that Vanessa Chan and I 
did recently on nonprofits and for profits operating in the new Job Network point to some 
degree of convergence, but not of nonprofits becoming like for profits, but both types of 
organisations adopting some features more usually associated with the other (Lyons and 
Chan, 1999). 
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In this cross-sectional comparative research, it is important to give close attention to the 
actual way governments and nonprofit organisations work.  The business literature pays 
more attention to the operations of large corporations than to the more numerous small and 
medium enterprises that in size are closer to third sector organisations.  My sense is that 
there is considerable variation in the motives of small business owners and that a high 
proportion of them seek only to earn a living rather than obtain a maximum return on funds 
invested. 
 
Another important variable to study in this context is the effect of size.  This has two 
dimensions.  Are small organisations less efficient than large ones? But are they better at 
building social capital?  Can efficiency be gained without losing social capital, perhaps by 
sharing backroom functions or other collaborative strategies?  And what is the effect of size 
on a member’s sense of involvement in or control of mutual organisations?  Again, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that large mutuals are in effect no longer mutuals, but is this a necessary 
consequence of bigness, and is there a crucial size? 
 
Finally, to round off this list of topics for research that focuses on third sector organisations, 
their characteristics, performance and their management, it would be interesting to look at 
the way consultants are shaping the third sector.  To the extent that third sector 
organisations are changing and adapting to their rapidly changing environment, they are 
doing so on the advice of hundreds of consultants, many of whom specialise in the third 
sector.  It could be very interesting to study their views of what constitutes an effective well 
run, well governed organisation and where those views have been formed.  Consultants 
draw on reflective knowledge or practice knowledge and are having a much greater impact 
on the third sector than any set of researchers. 
 
Relations with society  
 
The second focus is on the way the third sector is a product of and draws from society.  The 
focus here is on the range of participatory and contributory social behaviours that build and 
sustain the third sector and are in turn sustained by it.  It is on participation, on the giving of 
time and money; it is on peoples’ preparedness to work together to solve problems, to meet 
their needs and the needs of others; it is on trust.  The basic tools of research here will be 
interviews, focus groups and surveys.  Laboratory experiments of the kind used by 
economists, drawing on psychology, might also be used (Steinberg, 1998). 
 
Some of this research will overlap with research into the social impact of third sector 
organisations.  But while that research begins with the organisations; the research that is 
within this focus is on people; the third sector organisations that are most likely to come into 
focus here are small or purely voluntary associations.  The research agenda will also look at 
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the existence of work being done on social capital and political science research on the 
determinants of political participation.  The key variable will be membership or otherwise of 
third sector organisations and what kind of organisations encourage social and political 
engagement. 
 
Relations with government and business 
 
This is an important focus.  Relations between third sector organisations and governments 
have probably not been worse; relations between business third sector organisations are 
currently a hot topic. 
 
Overall, research is needed to understand better the dynamics of the third sector/government 
and third sector/business relations.  One aspect would be the extent to which each side had 
relatively accurate knowledge of the other.  My sense is that there is a good deal of 
stereotyping about other sectors by people employed in a particular sector.  An interesting 
topic would be to look at the effects of all those business people who were on third sector 
boards.  There are two aspects here.  One is their effect on the third sector organisations; the 
other is the effect that experience in the third sector has on their business behaviours.   
 
This research into cross-sector relations will need to be as careful and objective and 
unbiased as social science research can be.  It needs to recognise the possibility that people 
working in different sectors will have different ways of seeing and will be affected by different 
structure of imperatives.  This observation applies to different parts of government as well.  
The research will work through case studies, focus groups and surveys. 
 
In addition, it will be important to classify just what might constitute fruitful relationships 
between organisations in different sectors. This means building in a normative element.   
 
The research that we need is policy relevant research.  The evidence from research into the 
decline of trade unions and cooperatives is that the environment created by government can 
have an important bearing on the growth or decline of third sector organisations.  At present, 
some government practices appear to be damaging the third sector.  On the other hand, 
governments say that want to help build communities and restore social capital.  There is an 
urgent need for research that will convince them of the damaging effects of some of their 
policies and will point to how best they can build community. 
 
A related question is whether we can build a regulatory and tax environment that will 
encourage the growth of contributory behaviour, collective action and third sector 
organisations.  For example, would a single piece of third sector or social economy 
legislation and the creation of a separate but comprehensive regulatory authority for all third 
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sector organisations, one that recognises special features of these organisations, be worth 
the expense of creating?  At present, it is clear that the ASIC and the state bodies that 
incorporate nonprofit associations and regulate fundraising have no beneficial and some 
damaging effects. 
 
A task for many disciplines 
 
The research sketched above sets challenges to all social science and business disciplines 
but many of these challenges will be best met by combining researchers from different 
disciplines in teams working across disciplines each learning from the other. 
 
There is a problem here for most university based third sector researchers.  In universities 
there is growing pressure to research and publish on topics and using methods approved by 
the so called leaders of the discipline, the editors and reviewers of the self appointed “top 
tier” journals. 
 
This will lead research away from agendas that speak to people working in the field of third 
sector research.  It is important to avoid these pressures or, rather, to balance them with a 
practical, cross disciplinary orientation. 
 
An institutional underpinning 
 
It can be concluded with a few remarks about the sort of institutional underpinning sufficient 
for the urgency of the task I have outlined above. 
 
More researchers, more meetings 
 
This first piece of institutional development has two aspects.  We need more researchers to 
pursue the agenda I have sketched and we need researchers from disciplines that are 
currently not represented in ANZTSR, particularly economics.  The problem is most of the 
interesting work in nonprofit economics draws from a field of institutional economics which is 
hardly taught in Australian universities.  The second aspect is that we need to develop some 
way of bringing in researchers who are working on parts of the third sector but do not realise 
it - people researching on trade unions, on professionals, on the arts, sport, churches and 
social movements.  I think that ANZTSR or the university centres should try to organise 
special theme meetings like this one, but deliberately seek to bring together researchers from 
these particular fields with those interested in a wider third sector research agenda.  But that 
takes money. 
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More funds 
 
This is self evident.  But research will only be done if there is enough money to pay for 
research assistants, PhD scholarships, post docs, teaching relief, practitioner sabbaticals 
etc.  In this regard, Australia’s third sector has been badly let down by that part of the third 
sector which should be passionately interested in growth and development of the sector but 
is not, namely our charitable trusts or foundations.  They have played a crucial role in the 
development of the third sector research in the United States and the United Kingdom.  Here 
they have funded two or three, small research projects.  They should do a good deal more.  
One proposal some of us have talked of is for several trusts to combine and establish a 
separate third sector research fund, modelled on the Nonprofit Sector Research Fund 
administered by the Aspen Institute in the United States. 
 
There is a role for government here, too.  Government policy towards the third sector fails 
every test of good policy making.  It fails the first test of being based on the best available 
knowledge.  As some researchers have already noted, government policy making towards 
the third sector is purely instrumental.  To governments, the third sector is a tool to be used 
in pursuit of the narrowly conceived government program objective.  It is exploitative and it 
may not be sustainable.  Different bits of different governments intersect with different parts 
of the third sector without any relevant whole of government let alone whole of all levels of 
government, perspective or understanding of what they are doing.  Good policy making 
should require governments to fund wide ranging research into the third sector.  It should be 
research that is broadly conceived.  It should therefore be organised at a whole of 
government level and in a way that ensure that the very process of identifying what is to be 
done is an educative one for the public servants involved. 
 
Focussed Research 
 
The first in this list of institutional developments points to the need for more researchers and 
a wide spread of topics.  That is important, but it is likely to continue the practice we have 
now of researchers pursuing research topics determined by their own individual interests and 
capabilities.  I believe we also need a mechanism for focussing research effort on two or 
three areas of particular importance.  Perhaps some kind of research institute that might 
operate for a period, say of six years, and would perhaps link the existing 3 research centres 
would meet this need.  It could operate the Cooperative Research Centre and be funded by a 
combination of government and foundation money, but not at the expense of cutting funds 
that would be available to other researchers.   
 
In addition, two other institutional developments are needed to underpin the research agenda 
sketched out above.   
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 The Australian Bureau of Statistics needs to recognise the importance of the third sector.  
There have been a few changes in the industry collection, but some steps forward are 
balanced by steps backward.  For example, the ABS is losing its recently hard-won capacity 
to identify nonprofits on its business register, because it does not seek to determine the 
status of new organisations that are added.  In the social statistics area, the reason still given 
for surveying volunteer work in Australia is that volunteers help governments by providing 
welfare services.  That view is at least 20 years out of date.  There are some who know 
better and there is talk in ABS about a survey of social capital.  But the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics is most strongly influenced by other Commonwealth government departments and 
their particular sets of interests and preoccupations.  In addition, it is starved of funds and is 
always willing to respond if money is offered.  Generally additional funds that are offered are 
provided by other government departments.  The ABS collection in the field of leisure and 
tourism are much better than many other fields because relevant Commonwealth and state 
ministers have applied pressure, and put dollars on the table, to ensure that these topics are 
frequently surveyed.  The Community/Business Partnership is talking with the ABS about 
getting better data on business support for nonprofits, but that is a small part of the story.   
 
The second point is one that we will discuss later today.  That is the importance of getting a 
set of agreed accounting standards for third sector organisations, particularly covering those 
activities that are unique to the third sector, such as the receipt of gifts.  This will not only 
help third sector organisations become more accountable to the wider public but will help 
researchers wanting to study the resourcing of third sector organisations. 
 
In conclusion 
 
I have sketched here a more extensive research agenda than I did in 1991.  It is an agenda 
animated by the same motives as I had then.  The third sector is an important institution in 
our society.  It is not flourishing and may be declining.  It ought to be adapting to the 
challenges it faces and growing.  Good, objective, strategic research can help that process. 
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COMMENTS ON PAPER 
by Dr Roselyn Melville, Sociology Program, University of Wollongong 
 
Mark has provided us with a stimulating paper, which will help to shape our discussions 
about the next decade’s research agenda for Australian third sector organisations.  Before I 
turn to the paper itself, I would also like to congratulate Mark on his professorial appointment.  
He is the first person to be appointed a Chair in third sector research in Australia.  This is 
some recognition of his leading role in developing this field of research.  His passion and 
commitment to the third sector is evident from his opening comments.  He describes himself 
as an ‘engaged’ researcher.  I would suggest that he should use the word ‘passionate’ 
researcher.  He has led by example in setting benchmarks in the charting of the third sector 
in Australia, and secondly, as a person who has advocated tirelessly for the recognition and 
stimulation of research in this field. 
 
After reading Mark’s paper I realised how far we have come in the last decade.  This is now a 
recognised area of research.  Whereas, in 1993 (at the time of the first research meeting) 
this was not the case.  My own personal experience attests to this fact.  In 1993, I was in my 
2nd year doctoral student at the Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW examining the policy 
impact on NSW Women’s Refuges.  A wide range of people tried to deter me from pursuing 
this topic, advising that it was not a well-recognised field of study, and no one paid any 
attention to it.  But I persisted, as I wanted to study these small community based 
organisations, as ‘organisations’ in there own right.  Apart from some feminist literature on 
women’s refuges there was very little empirical work on ‘non-government organisations’ as 
they were often referred to then.  I was pointed in the direction of Mark Lyons at UTS and the 
work of Graycar, Hardwick and Milligan (1984) and Graycar (1982) as there was very little 
word done in the field.  This is no longer the case, we now have a growing body of 
interdisciplinary literature on third sector organisations.   
 
In the early part of Mark’s paper he provides us with a summary of the main highlights in the 
development of Australian third sector research.  He describes the development thus far as 
‘patchy’, and presents as compelling case throughout the paper for the need to constantly 
advocate for the recognition and financial support of research in this field.  I see 
developments as little more optimistically - I would use the metaphor of a patchwork quilt to 
describe where we are now.  Third sector research is still an emerging area in Australia there 
are more people who are working in this field, more postgraduate students working across a 
range of disciplines than we have yet identified.  The role of the Australian and New Zealand 
Third Sector Research Association (ANZTSR) in promoting and encouraging new and 
emerging scholars continues to be an important task.  
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Let us turn to the future scenario for third sector research Mark has painted for us.  He 
identifies four main concerns.  He argues that the role of the third sector is still largely 
unrecognised and understood and that there are several remedies to this problem.  He also 
argues that research will play a key role in redressing this problem in two ways.  It will 
provide leaders and managers with tools in which to function better on a day-to-day level and 
in so doing lift the profile of the work of these organisations.  This in turn will help promote 
the third sector and awareness of the way government policies impact on it, as well as attract 
research funding.  It’s a circular pattern one, which Mark argues is stimulated by research. 
 
Mark suggests that the need to overcome the lack of recognition of the third sector is more 
urgent in 2000 than it was in 1993, because of changing social behaviour of volunteering and 
demographic patterns in society.  He points to the declining rates of volunteering as 
indicators of decreasing social capital in Australia.  He argues that this trend must be 
arrested or we will face a future Australian society that is somewhat "Orwellian" in nature, 
where a shrivelled and marginalised third sector stands on the margins unable to make any 
real impact on social, economic and political discourses.  He throws down the gauntlet to 
third sector practitioners and researcher to ensure this does not occur. 
 
I agree that the third sector must make itself more visible and relevant to all sections of the 
community, as material and social resources dwindle.  But I think we also need to ask some 
of the big picture questions driving and shaping these changes.  For example, what is 
happening to the character and nature of political and civic involvement in this country?  Why 
don't people want to join large organisations?  Is civil participation going to take different 
forms in the future, especially amongst young people?  What is happening to notions of 
collective identity that was so important in the 1960s and 1970s?  What is happening to old 
forms of participation in the policy-making process?  Will new forms emerge and help to re-
invigorate civil society?  If not, what can we do about these phenomena?  We are engaged in 
a political battle not just a policy debates over these issues. 
 
Mark’s paper outlines some of the main steps that can be taken to continue the process of 
building of strong third sector research agenda in Australia.  Apart from continuing to focus 
on third sector organisations in their own right, and the intersection between the third sector 
and the household, he argues for the need to establish a strong institutional base of third 
sector research.  In each of these three areas he maps out some ways forward, so I won't 
reiterate these.  I think we would all agree with them. 
 
So at this point, I'll throw in some more general observations of my own.  These are some of 
the research agendas facing us over the next decade. 
 
 
Program on Nonprofit Corporations            Working Paper No. PONC93 19
We need to have more inclusive research - which encompasses a wide range of disciplines.  
As a group of researchers, people who draw others to this field, who inspire and encourage 
the new and emerging scholars. 
 
We also need to ask wide ranging questions about the future shape and nature of third 
sector, social capital and citizenship in Australian society (as mentioned above).  Third sector 
researchers need to be politically pro-active in getting the third sector recognised by 
government and others.  But in doing so we also need to challenge third sector organisations 
to move beyond certain stereotypes and mindsets about government and business.  For 
example, assuming the role of victim and assuming and re-creating the mythology that the 
state is ‘all powerful’ and the third sector is its captive.  In doing this we need to challenge the 
rhetoric of ‘partnerships’ being bandied around by governments at all levels.  And ask, what 
does it really mean?  Who will it benefit?  Is government really looking for leadership in how 
to forge ‘joint ventures’ with the third sector?  If so, will we be able to respond?  I hope so, 
and I am sure many of you do to. 
 
We need to once again remind ourselves that we must include the voices of ‘clients' or users 
of third sector organisations and their services.  As Diana Leat has said previously our focus 
should not just be on the leaders and managers.  The voices of those who use services 
continue to get absorbed or lost along the way, or added in as an after thought. 
 
There is a need to think more critically (both at theoretical and empirical levels) about the 
third sector.  One way to do achieve this is to undertake more comparative research in our 
own Asia-pacific region.  As the inaugural Third Sector Research Forum in Bangkok in 1999 
demonstrated it is time we turned off our euro-centric gaze and looked at what we have in 
common and also our differences in our own region.  There are many useful research 
questions that could shed light on the Australian context For example, do we have common 
concepts like civil society and social capital which can be applied cross-culturally.  If not, why 
not? 
 
In attempting to answer some of these questions, we need to be wary of inventing a grand 
narrative of third sector research and theory.  We can learn from some of the lessons of 
postmodernist and other social theory, so that we don’t end up trying to impose universal 
standards and homogenous models on the third sector.  In our effort to defend, demand, 
demystify and empower third sector organisations, we need to resist the temptation to see a 
greater degree of generalisability as our main goal.  It means that we need to be less 
prescriptive and descriptive and really ‘play' with theory, which may or may not be testable in 
the social world. 
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And finally as Mark implores us to do we need to provide some vision and leadership to third 
sector organisations, as practitioners and researchers, so that we don’t just echo the 
agendas and political platitudes of these organisations.  So that we can make a real 
contribution to some of the issues so clearly outlined in Mark's paper.  He has thrown out a 
challenge to us, and we all collectively will attempt to grapple with some of these issues 
today. 
